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Abstract

Much of my time in graduate school was spent pondering the very basic question, “what is art?”
My experience was that certain distinctions separate the Illustration and Fine Art disciplines.
This is something I have wrestled with. One common component between the disciplines,
however, is the aspiration to communicate ideas and feelings. It is not so much the medium or
mode of expression that is important as is the content. To this end, mortality is the one
universally relatable truth all human beings share. The opposing ways in which different cultures
have understood, accepted, and expressed this is something which greatly interests me. Part of
what I am presenting in this text is an account of my work as a visual artist as it relates to
spiritual reality, religious belief, and faith. These things, in varying degrees, have always been
inextricably related to my work.
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“Dialogue is only possible on the foundation of clear identity...
One can and must be open
but only when one has acquired one's own identity.”
~ Pope Benedict XVI

How I came to Study Illustration

By all accounts I am a non-traditional student. As a graduate student of Syracuse University’s
Visual and Performing Arts program, I started in Ceramics and after two semesters switched into
the first year of the then newly instituted Studio Arts program for another two semesters. Finally,
I was accepted into the Illustration discipline, where I spent an additional two years. Early on in
my academic career at Syracuse University I found it challenging to relate to my peers whose life
experiences were typically a generation behind my own. I was under the impression that most
students would have spent several years between undergraduate and graduate school, in which
time they would have been cultivating their interests before knowing what it was they wanted to
make work about. Largely, this was not the case. Much of the discussion about “work” was
instead given over to what felt like witnessing others still working through adolescent angst
while also only beginning to re-forge identities as expressed through art.

This was less the case in Ceramics, due to a stronger emphasis on craft. Outside of the
department or in mixed company the conversation naturally became more conceptual, however, I
suspect because the Ceramics discipline maintains a struggle to secure its place of legitimacy
within the Fine Arts. As for most of the Craft environments, a definite separation between more
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sculptural artists and those focused primarily on functional wares was often a point of
contention. Negligence was also demonstrated in caring for the very materials which are so vital
in giving voice to any work, which was especially alarming to witness amongst Ceramicists,
given the toxicities involved and resources required in creating ceramic work.

The newly instituted Studio Arts Program, of which I entered after one year in Ceramics, placed
a great emphasis upon individual identities, personal philosophies, and branding. The
aforementioned still developing worldviews, however, manifested a real disconnect between this
approach and the work being produced or presented. Appreciation for formal aspects often
appeared to suffer because a greater importance was given to fostering the ideas behind any
work. I feel very strongly that being an artist should not be limited to any created object or thing
but should extend to how the person navigates and organizes his being within time and space.
Anything running contrary to this instead props up the ego and is limited by selfish ambition.

Regarding Illustration, it is often talked about in terms of commodification, but its market is
driven no more by earnings than gallery-oriented work. I still do not necessarily identify myself
as an illustrator, though to be certain, switching into Illustration halfway through graduate school
became the saving grace of my formal academic art education. My strength as an artist has been
in my ability and willingness to work in various modalities, but about half-way through my time
at Syracuse University I suddenly realized that not all artists actually sketch or draw. Seeming
the most immediate and intimate response or attempt at visually conveying an idea, I found this
realization troubling and it left me feeling quite naïve. Ultimately, I received this as both a sign
and a challenge to hone my drawing skills. In addition, the Illustration discipline was
approachable because there was a certain level of newfound honesty available there. It is a field
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that is generally directed to and embraced by the average person, and as such appeared more
universal and inviting. Incidentally, “Catholic” means “universal”; it was only later that I
recognized the direct parallel between this and the work which I am presenting for my Thesis.

Previous Work

At the time of my undergraduate thesis in 2010, I was using visual language in an attempt to
connect Eastern and Western worldviews. Specifically, I was creating work as a practicing Zen
Buddhist of the Soto sect lineage, but one who would not or could not relinquish his Catholic
upbringing and heritage. I adopted the grid a symbol of Western culture itself, associating it with
Renaissance perspective developments and the Christian Cross. Conversely, the circle seemed a
useful symbol of Eastern culture. For example, the meditative enso in Zen Buddhist calligraphy
ink drawings is a meditative practice said to symbolize the state of one’s mind. Japanese
landscapes, and designs generally, are also less rigid or symmetrical than European cultures. In
either case, I maintained a deep affinity for line, and in part this was related to an appreciation
for calligraphy and drawing.
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Figure 1 Fused Metal Torus, 2010 Ceramic with fused metal, 18 ½” x 18” x 7 ½”

Figure 2 Information, 2013 Mixed media, 7x11” x 25”
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Figure 3 Thistles and Branches, 2012 Reclaimed natural materials

Much of the work I was doing as a graduate student when initially involved in the Ceramics
program was nonconventional at best. The first major piece I presented, simply entitled Altar,
allowed me time to think about what it meant to be a part of the Syracuse community while also
considering the now defunct Syracuse China. It was also very much about my becoming reacclimated to an academic setting. In effect, it forced me to take account of various threads
leading up to that time, including thirteen years as an auto-worker, undergraduate schooling, and
pilgrimages to the Middle-East and Asia.
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There were three predominant elements of which this piece was made: reclaimed shipping
pallets, repurposed trays from Syracuse China, and Syracuse China pottery shards. The piece was
also comprised of several detail elements with very specific reasons for arranging the various
objects as they were. For example, because the company was relocated to China in 2009 when
around 300 jobs were lost and the local union of those employees folded up completely, all but
the top tray were stacked upside down so as to emphasize the negation of their former function.
A part of this piece also involved sacrificing a former blue-collared button up work shirt of mine
from my auto-worker days. The stitching was carefully cut out and hung upon the altar itself, and
the fabric was removed from between all the stitching, rolled up, and tucked in various crevices,
like the written prayers that I remembered being placed between the massive stones of the
Western Wall in Jerusalem. Upon the altar itself incense was burned and various other personal
items were also placed. One such item was a tea cup given to me by Yasuhisa Kohyama, a
celebrated Shigaraki artist whose work is housed in the permanent collection of the Everson
Museum in downtown Syracuse, and under whom I served an apprenticeship under in Japan.
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Figure 4 Altar, 2014 4' x 4'w x 6'h, front and left side

In presenting the piece, I was attempting to elicit or even overwhelm viewers with spiritual
feelings. In retrospect, the piece offered little outside of my own personal experiences. The most
relatable parts were probably the painted trees and crows on the front of the trays done in gold
and black.
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Figure 5 Altar, 2014 front detail 4' x 4'w x 6'h

Figure 6 Lincoln Spirit Rattle, 2015 Mixed media
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I settled down the scale of my aspirations and began to craft sacred objects with which I hoped to
force viewers to interact. Given the excessive labor involved and evident in each piece, however,
most viewers did not pick up the objects unless encouraged to do so. The above image is of a
piece entitled Lincoln Spirit Rattle, and was based on the legend of a curse which was said to
befall children who, while playing at the Gettysburg battlefield, would find pennies and then
experience unfortunate occurrences and even death. Eventually I moved into more fantasy based
work while abandoning overtly religious themes, but this resulted in a fear that somehow
unwittingly I was creating my own religion.

Figure 7 Staff, 2017 Mixed media, 30” length
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While in Illustration I continued working with fantasy for a time. An introduction to fatherhood
reintroduced me to children’s books and I started considering how my work might translate to a
younger audience. Eventually I felt that I was attempting to reinvent the wheel and so returned
my attention back to religious iconography.

Figure 8 Origins, 2017 Mixed media, 19 x 24”

11

Figure 9 Monster Family, 2017 Graphite, 7 x 9”

Figure 10 The Path, 2017 Graphite, 6 x 9”
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Figure 11 Alliterations, 2017 Mixed media

Art Influences

My artistic investigations have until recently mostly involved themes related to a Buddhist
worldview. The animistic perception of the Japanese lineage of Zen Buddhism under which I
studied and practiced has greatly informed my understanding of art as it relates to time and
space. It also fostered a deep and abiding appreciation for materials as being much more than
dumb inanimate things to use up and consume indiscriminately. As a student of Zen Buddhism I
learned that art is not limited to physical objects and that the discipline of an artist should carry
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over into one’s experiential perception of reality. In this way, the cultivation of awareness
through the meditation process (which is what Zen is based around) is not limited to sitting still
and counting breaths. Art making itself becomes a Zen practice.

Related to this is an appreciation for the aesthetic principles of Wabi-Sabi, and the philosophical
understanding of Mono-no-aware. The former concerns itself with transience, imperfection, and
the principle of beauty as being something evident though otherwise dismissible by time’s
effects. The latter loosely refers to a gentle sensitivity to transience and the inherent comfortable
sadness in this state of awareness. Generally in Western or Christian culture, what is passing
away is viewed as imperfect and thus with disdain due to its inherent association with the
doctrine of Original Sin. As such, what is imperfect is related to evil. I continue to investigate
these notions, if not challenge them.
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Figure 12 Nicholson, Russ.Berbalang, 1981. Fiend Folio by Don Turnbell, TSR, 1981, p.14.

Much of my adolescence was spent with friends playing Dungeons & Dragons, a fantasy
tabletop role-playing game introduced by Gary Gygax and Dave Arneson in 1974, the year of my
birth. At the age of 12 I can remember being fascinated with the many illustrations of the various
monsters and creatures found in the manuals and around which the game is largely based. The
simplicity of the black and white ink drawings felt incredibly generous in so much that they
trusted me, as the viewer, to use my own imagination to bring the drawings to life in my mind.
They were often crude, awkward, and absent of a slickness people now come to expect. Lacking
any sense of realism however, there was also something entirely harmless about them because
they were, after all, obviously just drawings.
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At a young age I also enjoyed the ElfQuest fantasy based graphic novels created by Wendy and
Richard Pini in 1978, as well as Barry Blair’s Elflord comics, introduced in the mid-eighties. A
later interest was the Priest manga series by Min-Woo Hyung and Jake T. Forbes, whose main
undead character sold his soul to the devil Belial, and sought revenge upon a fallen archangel
named Temozarela. With the exception of Priest, given these interests, I also developed a natural
interest in the works and depictions of J.R.R. Tolkien’s world. Only much later in my adulthood
would I begin to appreciate the parallels between Tolkien’s mythological writings, namely The
Silmarillion, and the Creation Story and Fall as depicted in the Hebraic Scriptures.
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Figure 13 Pini, Wendy. Cover Illustration. 2014. The Complete ElfQuest Volume 1, by Wendy and Richard Pini, Darkhorse
Books, 2014, p. Cover.

Figure 14 Blair, Barry. Cover of Issue 3. 1986. Elflord, by Barry Blair, Aircel Publishing, 1986, p. Cover.
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Figure 15 Kyung, Min-Woo. Cover Illustration. 2002. Priest Volume I: Prelude for the Deceased, by Min-Woo Hyung,
translated by Jake T. Forbes, Tokyo Pop, 2002, p. Cover.

As already mentioned, however, despite the fact that I am finishing up my graduate studies in
Illustration, my formal training is almost exclusively in the Fine Arts. It was in the
commonalities between Drawing and Illustration that I was particularly interested, namely
related to technical proficiency. While the Drawing discipline shares obvious commonalities
with Illustration, ideas and philosophies take more precedence with the former, whereas with the
latter there is less tolerance for layered nuance. With any Fine Art discipline, the viewer may
likely be expected to understand and decipher various visual cues being symbolic of something
else, whereas with Illustration a visual image is expected to be easily read and understood.
Although the merit of a successful piece of art is said not to be based on whether or not one likes
it or not, but rather on how well it works, ultimately it comes down to how it makes one feel.
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One of my earliest inspirations has been Abstract Art, an abnormal movement born of a time
shortly after Darwin’s theory of Evolution became widely accepted, Einstein presented the
Theory of Relativity, and Nietzsche pronounced that God was dead. As a young adult, looking at
a Franz Kline (b.1910 – d.1962) painting was, for me, an experience of absorption into its
surface and to be made a participant warranting a closer examination of reality. What seemed
like loose bold gestural marks, upon closer inspection revealed various subtleties and decision
making processes regarding the definition of line and form.

Franz Kline’s 1955 Accent Grave, housed at the Cleveland Museum of Art, is a painting I visited
regularly in my youth. Its bold black gestural marks on a blank white canvas were something
which I often witnessed visitors walking past; any time spent at all was minimal at best. This
always intrigued me, as if I alone was able to appreciate or understand the painting. Upon closer
investigation one realizes the many subtleties in the surface, revealing time spent by the artist
with the work, making decisions, subduing certain parts while fostering others. The final piece is
not a hurried result of happenstance but the culmination of deliberation. Evidence of the artist’s
hand is encapsulated in the work, which is something that also spoke to me. The painting seemed
the perfect asymmetrical balance between the intuitive feelings and trained decision making
processes of an educated artist. Comprised only of shades of black and white, it always seemed
like just enough. It represented to me a drawing of heightened sensory experience having
qualities of calligraphy about it, and it still brings me an elated feeling of awareness to think on
it. Incidentally, Kline (1910 – 1962) was born in a coal mining community in Pennsylvania, and
as a young aspiring artist from a very labor-oriented rust-belt corner of neighboring Ohio, it gave
me hope to identify with Kline; being from a similar background. His father committed suicide
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when Franz was young furthermore, and there too had been some untimely deaths in my own
family which have always mystified me.

This affinity for Kline’s art lead to a similar, though lesser appreciation for Agnes Martin (1912
–2004). Her work has long since been associated with the Taoist rejection of egotism and the
Buddhist cultivation of awareness. These are important themes which became very informative
during my academic explorations and practices as an undergraduate while in attendance at the
Cleveland Institute of Art. As for Martin’s work, it has been said that it was all about feeling.
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Figure 16 Kline, Franz. Accent Grave. 1955. https://www.clevelandart.org/art/1967.3

Whereas Martin has been identified with Zen Buddhist influences, other artists of this time,
including Hima af Klint (b.1862 – d.1944) whose works are identified as among the first in
Abstract Art, are more closely related to Theosophy, a gnostic spiritual pursuit of its time which
was greatly informed by the practices of divination. Albeit misguided, many of these artists were
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invested in a deeper knowledge and understanding that goes beyond the limitations and confines
of physical reality.

Figure 17 Martin, Agnes. Friendship. 1963. http://www.moma.org/collection/works/79842

Another interest of mine has been Christian Byzantine iconography, wherein intention and
philosophy is meant to include the viewer as a participant, rather than a spectator as became the
case with Western European art.

Unlike this tradition of art, Mannerism was largely put an end to by the Catholic Church during
the Council of Trent in the mid-1500s, due to the hedonistic influence from Hellenistic sculpture
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which was resurfacing at the time. A refusal to entertain obscurity continues to inhibit
Catholicism from embracing current artistic trends. It is debatable whether or not this decision
should be revisited in an effort to connect to modern audiences.

Additional interests include: Edward Gorey’s illustrations, M.C. Escher including his earlier
work, Andy Goldsworthy’s earth art, Cai Guo-Qiang’s gunpowder drawings, Henry Moore’s
exaggerated figurative work, and Chiharu Shiota’s installation line drawings.

Hiding In Plain Sight

The 2018 Thesis Exhibition, curated by Shehab Awad, is entitled “Hiding in Plain Sight”.
According to the write-up for the show, it “represents the culmination of a three-year period of
critical investigation and introspection, marked by a significant, self-led shift toward
multidisciplinary experimentation. The result is a collection of works which, through their
staging and materiality, radicalize traditional modes of art-making and subvert our perception
of space and reality.”

Albeit over the course of four years, not three, indeed my experience was one of “critical
investigation and introspection, marked by a significant, self-led shift toward multidisciplinary
experimentation.” It is with the results, however, that I part ways with the exhibition’s intended
purpose. My staging and materiality do not “radicalize traditional modes of art-making” nor are
they intended to “subvert our perception of space and reality.” On the contrary, I contend that
traditional methods should not be dismissed in favor of experiential installation or performative
junk art, wherein gimmickry acts as a stand-in for any potentially real and lasting meaning.
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The exhibition’s write-up goes on: “In an age where judgment is shaped by “alternative facts,”
“Hiding in Plain Sight” does not attempt to offer any absolute truths or alternative solutions
because the truth is unimaginable.” I can only speak plainly in saying that I reject this statement
outright. The religious content of the work I have presented is precisely about absolute truth, and
in today’s secular society wherein morality and religion are often dismissed outright, the work
represents what can now be considered an alternative solution. If truth is unimaginable, it is
because it has been smothered with introspection absent of God and resulting in cynicism. The
art world is especially guilty of celebrating this. While other artists in the show might have
chosen to “suggest a new mode of inconspicuous opposition: one that mirrors the absurdity of its
surrounding environment to question the personal, the political and the real,” to mirror the
absurdity would amount to adding nothing in the way of any solution, much less to offer any
semblance of hope.

Thesis Work

Mortality has always been a constant theme in my work. My primary motivation for making art
has always been about coming to terms with my own mortality and the transient nature of reality.
Oftentimes, artists that do wrestle with the subject of mortality or suffering will vaguely refer to
a “human condition.” I believe that the most meaningful art does address this reality. The
extreme alternative is baseless art.

Working sculpturally, fostering the imperfect elements in reclaimed materials is symbolic of
celebrating the world as it is with all its faults; it expresses joy in being alive despite the fact that
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death is imminent. In a similar way, perceived mistakes and unanticipated changes that occur in
the process of two-dimensional works are often underscored and accentuated as a way of
recognizing and allowing for a layered dialogue between myself and the art. Line is very
important in this way, as is that evidence of my hand be established. While my work is often
very labor oriented and process driven, it is important that I maintain a certain naïveté to
understanding what the work is ultimately about, as well as maintaining openness to how it
finally looks.

What I have presented for graduate thesis work is the culmination of my experience as an artist
while in attendance at Syracuse University. This time has afforded me an opportunity to reflect
upon art-making processes in a way that represents a return to drawing as a vital artistic
approach; it has also helped to clarify that while everything in the visual arts may be said to be
mark-making, not all mark-making is drawing. The content itself signifies what is most
important to me as an artist and embodies both faith and fear, or trust and doubt. These are
constant themes in my life as both a religious person and an artist. One part of being an artist is
about trusting the process and allowing for mistakes and unintended results. Another part is
about organizing those effects into a rhythm or pattern that points back to and magnifies the
original intention, idea, or imagery. It amounts to an attempt at marrying intuitive compulsions
with learned training, and I see it as being related to the binaries of good and evil, life and death,
eternal salvation and damnation.

The use of recognizable imagery is less important than the process itself. Loss of appetite, sleep
deprivation, and generally agonizing over the work are commonplace practices involved in artmaking which I have maintained since the time of my youth. Again, I found myself going back
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to the source, but in this instance my Catholic upbringing and heritage, of which suffering and
humility are constant themes. An introduction to fatherhood, several recent family deaths, and
the tumultuous 2016 American Presidential campaign also informed this work.

The five works themselves are each is 15” width x 40” length (framed 17” x 42”), presented on
white illustration board and done in mixed media. From left to right they are The Most Sacred
Heart of Jesus, Our Lady, Saint Benedict, Saint Francis, and Mortal Sin.

Figure 18 Thesis Collection, 2018
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The first piece, entitled The Most Sacred Heart of Jesus, features Christ carrying His cross, with
the Sacred Heart weighing down upon above the figure. The Sacred Heart is the symbol of a
Catholic devotion and represents Christ’s divine love for humanity. Coupled with the struggling
Christ, it is intended to accentuate His burden but also place his compassion as being more
immediate and accessible to the viewer. Blood runs down from the Sacred Heart, across the
cross, and down upon the Chi-Rho symbol, the ancient symbol of Christ, which also represents
the Roman Empire and the Catholic Church. This is meant to emphasize the importance of
history and tradition. Handwritten text of the devotion is visible in the background. The Christ
figure is elongated, to exaggerate the feeling of burden, and his toes are directed inward toward
the Chi-Rho. Much of the limited perspective is flattened out, intended to create a sense of
unease.

Our Lady represents the Virgin Mary, sometimes depicted as Our Lady of Sorrows, whose heart
is pierced to recognize the trials and tribulations of her own earthly life as the Mother of Christ.
The line work emanating from the Madonna recognizes the ephemeral nature of her apparitions,
as visibly witnessed and documented over time. Her halo is off-centered, denoting humility. The
flames radiating throughout the piece are not unlike the Hindu deity Shiva, or the Japanese
Buddhist Fudo Myo-o.
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Figure 19 Weltevrede, Pieter. Nataraja Shiva. 2016. https://fineartamerica.com/featured/nataraja-shiva-pieter-weltevrede.html
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Figure 20 Omniinks, Yugo. Fudo Myo-o. 2015. https://fineartamerica.com/featured/fudo-myo-o-yugo-omniinks.html

Saint Benedict, gets its title from the Latin abbreviations also featured on the Miraculous Medal
of Saint Benedict or crucifix, which is used by Catholics to ward off spiritual and physical
dangers, especially those related to evil: C.S.S.M.L. stands for Crux Sacra Sit Mihi Lux,
translated as “May the holy Cross be for me a light.” N.D.S.M.D. stands for Non Draco Sit Mihi
Dux, and translates as “Let not the dragon be my guide.” It is pulling from the latter abbreviation
that the image features a dragon, symbolic of the Devil, subdued behind the crucifix. This
signifies evidence of temptation and evil despite assurances of salvation in Christ or religion
itself.
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Saint Francis also makes use of text, which may be important in deciphering the image. The
Latin phrase Regula Primitiva signifies "Primitive Rule" and is a standard set forth by Saint
Francis of Assisi to abandon worldly goods and pursuits in favor of a life devoted to following
the examples of Jesus Christ. Similarly, Memento Mori is Latin for "remember that you have to
die." In the piece this text stands between Saint Francis and his upward gaze, and can be
understood as necessitating the effort that is still called for in living a spiritual life, aside from
beliefs or willingness on the part of an aspirant.

The final piece, entitled Mortal Sin, represents the consequence, according to the Catholic faith,
of dying without having confessed any grave sin considered to separate a person from the saving
grace of God. In this image, four of the figures look inward toward the viewer. As with the body
of this work in its entirety, this can be understood as leaving the burden of consideration
ultimately with the viewer’s own conscience.
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Figure 21 The Most Sacred Heart of Jesus, 2018 Mixed Media, 15” x 40”
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Figure 22 Our Lady, 2018 Mixed Media, 15” x 40”
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Figure 23 Saint Benedict, 2018 Mixed Media, 15” x 40”

33

Figure 24 Saint Francis, 2018 Mixed Media, 15” x 40”
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Figure 25 Mortal Sin, 2018 Mixed Media, 15” x 40”
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Final Thought

If graduate school has taught me nothing else it is this: While humility is important and the ego
rightly should be kept at bay, having confidence in one’s abilities as an artist is necessary in
allowing for artwork to have a voice beyond its creator.
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